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RETO-O-RETO POLICY BRIEF 2 
In the absence of swift action: a scenario for 2026 
If present trends continue, this may be the picture of the Kitengela plains within 20 years: 
• Human population will more than double, making the plains an essentially urban 
expanse, interrupted only by farms and greenhouses. 
• The Maasai will be dispossessed of land, livelihood, and culture.  Most will have joined 
the ranks of landless slum dwellers. 
• Large areas of land will be degraded by unsustainable uses.  It will no longer be fit for 
agriculture or livestock, let alone wildlife. 
• Water tables will be lower because of unsustainable pumping of groundwater. 
• Conflicts over land and water use will intensify between settlements, industry, 
pastoralists and farmers. 
• Wildlife will become extinct on the plains outside Nairobi National Park. 
• At less than 5 percent of the original Athi-Kaputiei ecosystem, NNP will be an island, 
too small for most species to survive even if protected. 
Community Action 
Now that subdivision has reached such an advanced stage, pastoral residents of the 
Kitengela plains realize they must take swift action if they are to retain enough pasture to 
herd livestock and shelter wildlife.   
Community members with a consortium of government, private and other organizations 
are pioneering ways to help both pastoralism and wildlife survive.  Under the Wildlife 
Conservation Lease Programme, The Wildlife Foundation pays pastoral families to lease 
their land.  Families who participate may continue to graze livestock but agree not to 
fence, develop, or sell their acreage.  Strictly voluntary, the programme now leases 8,500 
acres from 117 families; another 118 community members are waiting to join.  The 
programme aims to lease and conserve 60,000 acres, enough to allow the seasonal 
migration of wildlife to and from Nairobi National Park (see Reto-o-Reto Policy Brief 1 for 
more information). 
The popularity of the Wildlife Conservation Lease Programme provides evidence of 
community preference when given a real choice.  
More Effort is Needed 
In the absence of land-use planning, the Kitengela plains have reached a critical stage.  
Now may be the last available time to shape a sustainable economy and society.  Wise 
policy initiatives are vital if the area is to see a future brighter than the scenario presented 
above.   
Conversely, if managed with the interests of all stakeholders, the plains represent an 
opportunity to model land-use planning for other regions set to experience similar 
tensions.  Additional support is needed to sustain this effort from all stakeholders.  
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Kitengela transforming  
Will pastoralists and wildlife survive? 
In brief 
The semi-arid Kitengela plains south of Nairobi National Park (NNP) have been the long-
time home of the Kaputiei Maasai community.  Together with NNP these plains form the 
Athi-Kaputiei ecosystem.  The plains host rich populations of wildlife and are vital to the 
health of NNP, since 70 to 80 percent of the Park’s animals roam outside it’s boundaries 
at any one time.   
But the rangeland that once seemed endless is now splintering.  Close to the ever 
expanding Nairobi, the Kitengela plains are experiencing a population boom, rising land 
prices and speculation, commercial and subsistence farming, and unregulated 
urbanisation.  Maasai who once tended large cattle herds on communal land now often 
have a few animals on individual plots, and are selling off their own land for the cash to 
survive.  Wildlife populations have dropped by more than 70 percent over 25 years. 
If present trends continue, the future may find - the Maasai dispossessed, a mere remnant 
of wildlife remaining in Nairobi National Park, severe water scarcity, and large areas of 
degraded land.  Urgent planning and action involving all stakeholders is the best hope for 
giving Kitengela’s human, livestock and wildlife residents a healthy future.  
Critical condition 
Recent immigrants to the area have brought about a population explosion as well as new 
economic activities and land uses.  These changes are not only transforming the Kitengela 
plains but also threatening the integrity of the ecosystem of which it is part. 
Today the human residents, the land, vegetation, wildlife, and water are all at risk.  
Rangeland for livestock and wildlife, together with wildlife migration corridors, are 
disappearing rapidly.   
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In 1911, the Kenyan Maasai lost about 60% of 
their best land and pastures when they were 
moved from the northern reserve to a single 
extended southern reserve.  
Within the Athi-Kaputiei ecosystem, Nairobi 
National Park was created in 1946 which 
excluded the Maasai and their livestock from 
traditional dry season pastures. 
Since 1911 several policies progressively led to 
land tenure changes in Maasailand.  These 
changes often meant less land available for the 
Maasai livestock and wildlife.  
In 1968, Kajiado District was subdivided into 50 
group ranches. 
In 1986, Kitengela, Maasailand’s first group 
ranch, was further subdivided into private land 
parcels.  
This triggered land sales, the fragmentation of 
land, and saw the introduction of new and 
competing land uses.  These changes 
represent a serious loss of pastures and space 
for the Maasai, their livestock and wildlife. 
Changing land use in Kitengela:  From open ranges to new borders 
Reto-o-Reto 
In the Maa language, “Reto-o-
Reto” means “I help you, you 
help me.”  A collaborative 
research programme of over 50 
institutions, facilitated by the 
International Livestock 
Research Institute (ILRI),  
Reto-o-Reto is working in five 
pastoral regions in Kenya and 
Tanzania to support 
communities to develop more 
prosperous and sustainable 
futures. 
Depending on local requests 
Reto-o-Reto community 
facilitators enable the Maasai 
communities in Kitengela, 
Amboseli and Mara in Kenya, 
and Tarangire-Simanjiro in 
Tanzania, to make better 
decisions on the use of their 
land and other resources to 
safeguard their future.  
This is done through provision 
of better information and 
access to appropriate 
innovations and expertise. 
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The threats today 
The Kitengela plains are a fragmented landscape.  Due in part to its proximity to Nairobi, the plains are fast 
being subdivided into individual plots, then split again into smaller and smaller units.  Many of these units are 
fenced.  Slums and other unplanned urban areas have sprung up throughout the landscape, as have housing 
estates for the Nairobi workforce.  Small subsistence plots and large commercial farms compete for acreage as 
they drive out the original occupants of the land, the Maasai, their livestock and wildlife.  Many Maasai, until 
recently raising livestock on areas up to 1,200 hectares, are now marginalized in corners of their own former 
holdings.  Wildlife are forced to stay within NNP or meander around fences to access open plains to the south. 
Consequences of population growth and land fragmentation  
Effects on pastoral livelihoods 
In the clash of cultures and livelihoods that is present day Kitengela, Maasai are increasingly marginalized.  
Many find the cash offered for land too tempting to pass up.  But, new to the market economy and lacking 
financial literacy, they all too often squander what they receive, only to sell off more land for more cash.  Soon 
they find themselves squeezed into spaces too small to support pastoralism, with few other options. 
While some may argue that selling land is a personal choice, real choice is only possible when the decision-
maker has options and information about relative risks and rewards.  Heavily pressured by potential buyers, 
Maasai landowners have not had the information to foresee what land sales would do to their families, 
livelihoods, and community.   
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Now at a critical stage, the Kitengela plains can be seen as an early warning signal and a loud wake 
up call for all stakeholders.  The surroundings of most of Kenya’s National Parks and Reserves are set 
to face similar challenges in the future.  
While the number of people 
have increased tremendously 
in the last 25 years in the 
Kitengela plains, the number 
of livestock have fluctuated.   
The number of livestock per 
adult has declined sharply 
and may be reaching a critical 
stage beyond which 
pastoralism is threatened. 
If this trend continues, Maasai 
may have no choice but to 
abandon pastoralism 
altogether.  
Changes in Human and Livestock populations in Kitengela, 1977-2002
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Effects on water 
Extensive catchment destruction and overexploitation of water resources in the Athi-Kaputiei ecosystem have led 
to progressively less water available for the human, livestock and wildlife residents.  The Empakasi River remains 
the only all year-round river that flows through the plains.  The watershed for the Empakasi River, vital for Nairobi 
National Park and neighbouring Machakos, lies in Ngong Forest.  But the Ngong Forest has been truncated and 
is still suffering encroachment, imperiling the last dry-season water course.   
Thirty years ago, the Kitengela River and swamp had water all year round.  Today, this river flows only when it 
rains, and the swamp area is drying up.  Pollutants from agriculture, industry, and towns up stream also 
contaminate surface water.  
Irrigation and other water sources in the Athi-Kaputiei ecosystem lack adequate oversight.  For instance, although 
regulations require boreholes to be sited at least 800 metres apart, a 2004 survey shows that some lie as close 
as 200 metres apart, while some wells were within 15 metres of each other along the seasonal river courses.  
Effects on wildlife   
Counts show that wildlife populations on the Kitengela plains plunged by 72 percent from 1977-2002 .  The 
wildebeest population plunged on the Kitengela plains (left graph) and crashed inside Nairobi National Park after 
the 2000 drought (right graph) and has not recovered .  More than 90 percent of eland and giraffe also vanished 
during these 25 years.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
Ecologists calculate that 60,000 acres is the minimum area that migratory animals need to sustain themselves in 
the Athi-Kaputiei ecosystem.  By December 2004, 18 percent of the Athi-Kaputiei ecosystem, excluding the 
National Park was fenced.   
Other studies have shown that when land is fenced or fragmented wildlife numbers and diversity both plummet 
(Norton Griffiths et al., 2007; Reid et al., 2007). 
Effects on Nairobi National Park (NNP) 
Popular and lucrative, NNP is a unique national asset.  It is the world’s only national park bordering a capital city 
with the northern fence only 6km from Nairobi’s city centre.  It is also Kenya’s first national park, and the only one 
within easy reach of urban dwellers. Home to the Animal Orphanage and the Safari Walk, NNP combines a 
wilderness experience with recreational and educational services. 
In addition to local visitors, one out of three international guests who stop 
in Nairobi tour the park. The park’s popularity makes it the fourth largest 
revenue earner for Kenya Wildlife Service.  
Nairobi National Park also serves as a breeding ground for the 
endangered black rhinoceros.  Rhino’s from the park are sent nationwide 
to restock other parks. 
But like the rhino, NNP is in danger.  At the northern border of the 
Kitengela plains, NNP represents a mere one twentieth of the original 
Athi-Kaputiei ecosystem.  City developers already have their sights on the 
park, and some advocate for its closure arguing all is already lost—Kenya 
Daily Nation 1/6/2006 (see right). 
With rangeland to the north blocked by the city, the Kitengela plains are 
literally the park’s lifeline.  If unplanned development makes the plains 
hostile to wildlife, NNP will become an island, too small and isolated to 
host a large or diverse population of animals.  The nation would lose a 
valuable economic asset and a unique heritage. 
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